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Abstract:
Websites have become one of the essential tools used by urban destinations to attract tourists (Gravari-Barbas 2006).  In planning a trip (Boyer/Viallon 1994), the web has become the most importance source of information. It has also become the primary means of paying for the travel (MTO 2009).  The web’s structure allows millions of people to access its information. However, the message provided is unique and invariable, while the cultural and social diversity of the recipients is enormous. Among this diversity, two broad categories of web readers can be distinguished. First are those who share a common language and culture with that of the destination. In this case, the challenge is to appeal to a variety of individual tastes and desires to attract them to a particular place. These variables – age, social status, sex, geographic origin, etc. – have been well-studied by anthropologists of tourism (Graburn 1983, Cousin/Réau 2009, Lelte/Graburn 2009). Nevertheless, it is difficult to factor all these variables into a unique web-based message.  The second potential audience for web tourist sites is the entire array of people whose culture and language is different than that of the advertised destination (Laplante 1988). In this case, websites must address an audience of individuals with a variety of interests as well as cultural conceptions of foreign lands that are often exotic and stereotypical.  The question thus arises of how to manage these cultural differences on a website (Bédard 1999, Morand/Mollard 2008).

Conveying a sense of another culture is not a new issue in the tourism industry; in fact, many think it is one of its driving forces (Cohen 1979).  In the field of tourism communication, the most commonly-used strategy is simply that of translation. But there are a host of questions to be dealt with. Is it only words that are translated, or images as well? Do all tourist destinations use the same strategies for attracting potential visitors?  How does cultural adaption work  (Singh/Baack 2004, Hillier 2004)? Do websites attempt to impose their own image on the audience, or are they merely trying to project an image that reflects back to the viewer his or her pre-conceived vision of the place? What is the role of images in this approach (Crouch/Lubbren 2003)? And finally, despite the diversity of tourist destinations, are there common communication approaches used by all?

The responses to these questions will be discussed in two ways.  First, the literature on the subject will be reviewed, notably that concerning three key concepts: the theory of the destination (Fackeye/Crompton 1991); the communication contract of Charaudeau (1999) and Lochard/Soulages (1999); and interculturality (Gudykunst 2003, Ang/Van Dyne 2008). Following the literature review, I will present the results of research on more than 20 urban tourist destinations throughout the world, using the analytic tools of websites ? (Nielsen 2001, Greffe/Sonnac 2008, Rouquette 2009) and images (Joly 1996, Viallon 1996). I will focus on the linguistic particularities in the different versions of a site, rather than the actual site content.
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